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Career stability in turbulent times: A cross-cohort study of mid-careers 




In this article, we investigate whether the mid-career stability of Finnish men and women has 
changed for the birth cohorts 1958 to 1972, and, if so, what the driving forces are behind such 
changes. We analyse career stability during a 15-year period following the age of 30 using ‘career 
turbulence’ indicators. To identify the impact of cyclical and structural changes in the labour 
market, we analyse the association between initial employment status and sector with subsequent 
career stability. We distinguish between sectors that are exposed to a greater or lesser extent to 
global competition, those that are characterised by goods production or service provision, and those 
that are part of the market or non-market sector. In a series of OLS regression and regression 
decomposition analyses, we also control for the impact of education, regional unemployment, and 
family-formation processes. The results show little change in mid-career stability across cohorts. 
Stability increased somewhat when only including transitions between employment and non-
employment, whereas slight destabilisation was observed when accounting for changes between 
jobs. The findings indicate that the small changes in stability across cohorts were mostly driven by 
structural changes in the labour market, albeit with different mechanisms for men and women. 
 
Keywords  
career sequences, career stability, cross-cohort changes, linked employer-employee data, regression 
decomposition, Finland 




It is often argued that the standard employment relationship – full-time and life-time employment 
with a single employer – is giving way to contingent employment. Increasing numbers of wage and 
salary earners are running the risk of discontinuous and fragmented careers (Potter, 2015). They 
change jobs and occupations or move in and out of paid work more often than before. This means 
growing volatility, heterogeneity, and unpredictability in career trajectories. The usual suspects 
behind the career destabilisation hypothesis are forces that restructure the labour market: global 
competition, technological development, deindustrialisation, business cycle fluctuations, and labour 
market deregulation (Fenton and Dermott, 2006; Jarvis and Song, 2017; Struffolino and Raitano, 
2020).  
However, empirical evidence for the career destabilisation hypothesis is lacking or at best 
inconclusive (Biemann et al., 2011; Hollister, 2011; Jarvis and Song, 2017; Schellenberg et al., 
2016; Van Winkle and Fasang, 2017). Little is still known about the mechanisms behind the 
destabilisation hypothesis: whereas careers may destabilise for some, there might be simultaneous 
increases in career stability for others (Riekhoff, 2018; Struffolino and Raitano, 2020). Changes in 
career stability may occur because of shifts in activity between different parts of the economy or 
because certain parts of the economy change in ways that lead to greater or lesser stability.   
As the jury is still out on whether career destabilisation is taking place, for whom, and if so, 
what the mechanisms are behind it, this study aims to revisit these questions using Finland as a case 
in point. We investigate changes in mid-career stability across the 1958–1972 cohorts and how an 
individual’s characteristics at age 30 are associated with career stability during a 15-year follow-up. 
We focus on the impact of employment status at 30, divided into being unemployed, being a student 
or being employed in four broad types of sectors that reflect a relative vulnerability to the 
macroprocesses of globalisation, deindustrialisation, marketisation, and economic downturn. 
Additionally, we control for individual education levels and the family formation process as well as 
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regional economic differences. With the use of regression decomposition, we analyse whether 
changes in career stability between cohorts can be attributed to a changing composition of the study 
population or because their careers became inherently more or less stable due to observable or 
unobservable factors.  
Finland makes an interesting case for studying changes in career stability, as it represents rapid 
modernisation and flexible adaptation to economic and technological change (Pyöriä, 2006). In 
Europe, Finland was a latecomer in shifting from an agrarian to an industrialised society. When the 
oldest cohorts of our study entered the labour market in the late 1980s, the economy boomed, and 
the Finnish welfare state had expanded to one of the most encompassing in Europe. In the early 
1990s the country slipped into a banking crisis and recession. Social expenditure was cut severely, 
while the labour market was somewhat liberalised. The recovery that followed was equally dramatic 
– due in large part to the country’s newly emergent technology sector. Again in 2008–2009, Finland 
faced the global financial crisis, abruptly ending a long period of strong economic growth, 
reflecting once more a small open economy’s vulnerability to international shocks.   
Finland also offers an important illustration of the mechanisms behind career destabilisation 
from a gender perspective. Whereas female labour market participation has been almost on a par 
with men’s participation rates since the 1980s, occupational segregation is higher than in many 
European countries and continues to lead to different labour market outcomes for men and women 
(European Commission, 2009; Grönlund et al., 2017; Lahtinen et al., 2020). Moreover, when 
compared to the situation for men, younger Finnish women’s careers are more often interrupted for 
longer periods of time due to childbearing and care leaves, leading to considerably different 
outcomes in further careers (Kuitto et al., 2019). A low-rate cash-for-childcare system until the 
child is three years old serves as an incentive for mothers to interrupt their careers for longer time, 
especially among those in a weaker labour market position before motherhood. 
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Previous studies mainly concentrate on stability in early careers and school-to-work transitions 
(e.g. Brzinsky-Fay and Solga, 2016; Scherer, 2005) or late careers (e.g. Riekhoff, 2018; Fasang, 
2012), whereas much less attention has been paid to mid-careers. The years between ages 30 and 45 
are a crucial time for family formation (Aisenbrey et al., 2009; Aisenbrey and Fasang, 2017) and 
mark a period when workers become attached to the labour market while seeking promotional 
opportunities or new career alternatives (Manzoni et al., 2014; Schellenberg et al., 2016; Virtanen et 
al., 2011). Moreover, events in mid-careers are likely to have a lasting impact on later working life, 
retirement, and well-being in older age. 
 
Theoretical background 
How do careers destabilise? Concepts and measures 
Brückner and Mayer (2005) draw the distinction between the de-standardisation and differentiation 
of life courses. Whereas the term de-standardisation refers to increasing heterogeneity of life 
courses between individuals, differentiation refers to an increasing number of distinct stages across 
the individual lifetime. Differentiation is a process of increasing complexity in the life course, 
leading to greater instability and unpredictability (Riekhoff, 2018). During the last decade, life-
course research has increasingly used longitudinal measures of life-course complexity, as they offer 
a way to move away from single labour market transitions and to focus on studying holistic 
trajectories (Pelletier et al., 2020).  
We equate destabilisation of careers with the differentiation of employment life courses. The 
complexity of careers can depend on the transitions between labour market statuses (e.g. 
employment, unemployment and inactivity) and changes between jobs. Although the term 
‘destabilisation’ usually has negative connotations, Biemann et al. (2011) argued that the 
complexity or stability of careers provides no information about the quality and direction of (the 
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lack of) transitions (p. 1659). Career stability can provide predictability and security, but not if one 
is stuck in a ‘bad job’ (Kalleberg, 2011). Career instability can indicate job insecurity as well as 
both downward and upward mobility in the labour market. In our study, we concentrate on 
destabilisation as the deviance of the norm of continuous employment with a single employer.     
Studies on changes in career stability across time or cohorts have found little or no change, 
although results differ depending on the country, period, and age brackets that are under scrutiny as 
well as operationalisation of the career complexity measures (Biemann et al., 2011; Struffolino and 
Raitano, 2020; Van Winkle and Fasang, 2017; Widmer and Ritschard, 2009). Still, little is known 
about the forces behind changes in career stability. First, when studying changes across time, it is 
often unclear whether they result from variation between cohorts or periods. For example, careers 
can become more stable because across cohorts due to educational expansion reducing the risks of 
career breaks and leading to better matches in the labour market (Jarvis and Song, 2017, p. 569). 
However, during certain periods, industrial restructuring or labour market deregulation can increase 
the risk of unemployment and have a destabilising effect. Biemann et al. (2011, p. 1642) suggest 
that cohorts and periods can have counteracting effects.  
Second, and related to cohort and period effects, it is often unclear how career stability changes. 
Career stability is usually averaged over the entire population. It can change when the size of 
certain groups with particularly high or low levels of career changes. For example, when the higher 
educated experience lower career complexity, educational expansion leads to a decline in career 
instability in the total population. It is also possible that career complexity changes inherently, 
either for the whole population or for specific groups. For example, when unemployment increases, 
the careers of especially those groups that are more vulnerable to unemployment might destabilise. 
8 
 
What destabilises careers?  
Careers are often expected to destabilise due to the macroprocesses of globalisation, 
deindustrialisation, and economic shocks. Economic globalisation has increased pressure on 
governments to deregulate the labour market (Buchholz et al., 2008; Rubery et al., 2016). This leads 
to employment relations being terminated more easily, thus forcing workers to seek out new jobs 
more frequently. Technological automation and deindustrialisation (a shift from manufacturing to 
services) has halted the predominance of (especially men’s) life-long careers in industrial 
production. It has given rise to both low-level service-sector jobs that are often temporary or 
peripheral by nature (Kalleberg, 2011). Finally, the deregulation of product and labour markets has 
increased workers’ volatility in the face of economic fluctuations, making the impact of economic 
shocks potentially deeper and the scarring effects of career disruptions more sustained (Buchholz et 
al., 2008; López-Andreu and Rubery, 2018). 
These are not forces of nature and do not lead to destabilisation of careers everywhere. There 
are differences by country due to variation in institutions (Mayer, 2005). Möhring (2016) identified 
various employment life-course regimes in Europe ranging from lowly standardised, gendered, and 
segmented career trajectories in Greece and Spain to flexibly standardised careers in the Nordic 
countries that combine continuous careers in full-time employment with frequent changes between 
labour market statuses. Labour market institutions play an important role. Van Winkle and Fasang 
(2017) found little change in career complexity across time, but substantial variation between 
countries, which can be largely attributed to differences in unemployment benefit generosity and 
employment protection legislation. This also implies that when labour market institutions are 
reformed, this may lead to changes in career stability. Struffolino and Raitano (2020) found 
increases in career complexity following labour market deregulation in Italy.  
Whereas national labour market institutions can provide protection against external pressures, 
some workers are arguably more vulnerable to career destabilisation than others. This is because not 
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all parts of the economy are equally exposed to globalisation, deindustrialisation, and economic 
shocks. For Germany, Biemann et al. (2011) tested whether between the 1950s and 2000s careers 
destabilised at a faster rate in economic sectors that were more exposed to globalisation and 
experience faster growth. They found no relation between the sector’s exposure to globalisation and 
career destabilisation but found that careers were more complex in both particularly low- and high-
growth sectors. Differentiating between sectors of tradeable goods and services on the one hand and 
non-tradeable services on the other, Eliasson and Hansson (2016) pointed out that in Sweden, 
workers in sectors more open to globalisation were more vulnerable to unemployment. A sector that 
is typically shielded from career destabilisation is the public sector (Biemann et al., 2012).  
Economic recession can have contradictory effects on career stability. On the one hand, it can 
increase the risk of career interruptions due to unemployment and stimulate more frequent changes 
in jobs to avoid unemployment. Rokkanen and Uusitalo (2010) found that in Finland job stability 
decreased during the recession years of the early 1990s. On the other hand, average job tenure can 
increase during a recession, especially due to the loss of short-tenured jobs (Bachmann and Felder, 
2018). If fewer jobs are available and job switching seems riskier, workers will be more inclined to 
stay with their current employer.   
 
Gender differences in career destabilisation 
Career destabilisation might follow different patterns among men and women. In most countries, 
women have on average higher early- and mid-career complexity than men (Biemann et al., 2011; 
Van Winkle and Fasang, 2017; Widmer and Ritschard, 2009). This is to a large extent due to family 
formation processes: women are more likely to have longer career breaks due to childbearing and 
caring while men stay in the labour market to provide for their families (Kuitto et al., 2019). These 
breaks might affect women’s chances of job mobility in their career long after parental leave 
(Aisenbrey et al., 2009; Evertsson et al., 2016). 
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There are mixed reports about whether women’s occupational careers are destabilising at a 
faster rate compared to men’s, although it should also be noted most studies include cohorts that are 
somewhat older than those analysed in the present article. Biemann et al. (2011) and Van Winkle 
and Fasang (2017) report no substantial gender differences in career destabilisation. Widmer and 
Ritschard (2009) found a greater destabilisation of occupational trajectories among women in 
Switzerland, arguing that ‘women took on their shoulders most of the flexibilization of the economy 
that has happened since the seventies’ (p. 37). Women entered the labour market, but mainly in the 
more volatile low-level service jobs. Struffolino and Raitano (2020) concur that labour market 
deregulation in Italy in the eighties had stronger negative effects on the career stability of women 
compared to that of men.  
There are also reasons to expect that women’s careers destabilise at a slower rate compared to 
men’s careers. First, the demise of life-long jobs in manufacturing particularly affects men’s 
careers. Second, women in Finland traditionally work in public-sector jobs, which are more 
shielded against economic shocks and offer higher levels of job stability. Third, educational 
expansion has taken place among women in particular, possibly leading to more opportunities for 
stable employment patterns (Biemann et al., 2011). Fourth, and related to the previous point, better-
educated and more work-oriented women have fewer children and at a later age, while having 
shorter career disruptions following marriage and children (Aisenbrey and Fasang, 2017; Härkönen 
et al., 2016; Manzoni et al., 2014). 
 
Data and methods 
Data and study population 
The Finnish Longitudinal Employer–Employee Data (FLEED) is a large register-based dataset 
produced annually by Statistics Finland from 1988 to 2016. The full version of the dataset contains 
all 15–70-year-olds permanently residing in Finland. It combines data from various administrative 
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registers on employment, education, taxation, and business, and it includes identifiers on the 
individual, establishment, and enterprise levels, making it a very rich source of information for the 
purpose of this study.  
Our study population consists of individuals born in the years 1958–1972. We follow these 
individuals from the year in which they turned 30 until the year they turned 44. We start this follow-
up period at the age of 30, as we are mainly interested in those who can be expected to be attached 
to the labour market to a reasonable extent (Virtanen et al., 2011). Other studies confirmed that 
occupational positions generally start to stabilise around the age of 30 (Härkönen and Bihagen, 
2011, p. 454; Lahtinen et al., 2020, p. 308). Stawarz (2018) concurs that once a person is employed, 
there are only modest changes in intragenerational social mobility over time. We excluded those 
who are outside of paid employed throughout the whole follow-up period (about 3% of the total 
population). This leaves us with a total study population of 1,020,274 individuals. Summary 
statistics for the study population are presented in Table 1. 
<Table 1 about here> 
 
Dependent variables 
To operationalise a measure of career stability as our dependent variable, we apply Elzinga’s 
method to calculate sequence turbulence (Elzinga, 2010).1 This indicator measures the complexity 
of sequences based on the number of transitions and the length of sub-sequences (Pelletier et al., 
2020). In the context of this study, it can be considered more adequate than simply counting the 
number of transitions, as stability or predictability of careers does not only depend on the number of 
times that statuses change, but also on how long each spell of those statuses lasts and whether one 
returns to a previous state or not. If a person remains in the same initial state throughout the follow-
up, the turbulence indicator equals 1.  
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We differentiate between two sequence types in order to create two possible measures of career 
destabilisation. With the first type, destabilisation indicates an increase in the unpredictability of 
transitions in and out of employment (which we henceforth will refer to as ‘status turbulence’), 
while the second type of destabilisation additionally indicates an increase in unpredictability due to 
transitions between jobs (‘status-job turbulence’). Exploring the differences between these two 
types might provide an indication of whether changes in career stability are due to spells of non-
employment or changes between employers.     
The data has information on each individual’s labour market status at the end of each of the 15 
follow-up years. This information is combined and used to build two types of sequences of 15 
annual statuses. The first sequence type consists of main statuses only and includes employed, 
unemployed, pensioner, student, and other. The ‘other’ category includes those who are inactive or 
performing military or community service. It should be noted that women and men who take 
parental leave generally continue to stay employed with the same employer during that period, 
hence no change in their status is observable in the data. Their status changes only if the parent’s 
contract ends (about a fifth of women at age 30 are temporarily employed) or if one does not return 
to the same employer after the one-year entitled parental leave or the additional two-year optional 
cash-for-childcare absence. In case an individual exits the data during the follow-up, e.g. due to 
moving abroad or death, their status changes to ‘missing’. However, by the age of 44 the share of 
missing values is only 2.6 per cent and we find no substantial changes between cohorts. The 
turbulence indicator of sequences with only labour market statuses has a minimum value of 1 and a 
maximum value of 13.45. 
The second type of sequence consists of the same categories as the first type, but additionally 
differentiates the employment category by the number of jobs within the sequence. Based on the 
establishment identifier in the data, it is possible to follow whether someone changes employer. For 
each individual, the first job is marked as ‘Job 1’. If the establishment code changes, the status will 
13 
 
change to ‘Job 2’, etc. Due to the 15 years of follow-up, the maximum number of jobs (and statuses 
within this sequence type) is 15, meaning that the maximum value of the status-job turbulence 
indicator also reaches up to 15. Due to the greater number of possible states in the status-job 
turbulence indicator, it has higher values on average (see also Table 1). 
One limitation of the data is that establishment identifiers in the public sector are often missing 
and have been subject to changes in certain years. For this reason, all public-sector establishments 
were attributed a single identifier. In other words, the data do not record changes of jobs within the 
public sector. This limitation might lead to an underestimation of status-job turbulence, especially 
among women. In our data, women work on average 5.4 years in the public sector, compared to 2.8 
years for men. Also, changes in status-job turbulence across cohorts might be affected. Public-
sector employment decreased between the 1958 and 1972 cohorts, from an average of 5.9 to 5.3 
years among women and from 3.4 to 2.3 years among men.  
Sequences including spells of public sector employment are kept in the data, as removing them 
would exclude a large section of the working population, especially women. There are several 
reasons to assume that overall and actual career stability is not affected drastically by this decision. 
Jobs in the public sector are generally more stable than in the private sector and involuntary job 
changes less common. Moreover, job changes in the Finnish public sector are likely to occur for the 
same large employer, which is in most cases the municipality. Job changes between public and 
private sectors are still recorded in the data. In the interpretation of our results we focus on career 
stability in the private sector. Controls for sector of employment in the multivariate analysis allow 





To analyse the impact of employment status at age 30 on mid-career stability, detailed information 
on labour market statuses and industries of employment is used. For those employed, we regrouped 
industries into four broad categories based on three dimensions: production vs services, tradeable vs 
non-tradeable, and market vs non-market. The new categories are: 1) tradeable production (incl. 
agriculture, mining, and manufacturing); 2) tradeable services (e.g. accommodation, transportation, 
administrative and support services, information and communication, and finance and insurance); 3) 
non-tradeable market sector (e.g. wholesale and retail trade, construction, and real estate activities); 
and 4) non-tradeable non-market sector (e.g. electricity and gas, public administration, education, 
and health and social work).  
According to the logic of this division, we expect the tradeable sectors (both goods and 
services) to be more affected by globalisation. The distinction between goods and services (both 
tradeable and non-tradeable) allows the identification of the relation between deindustrialisation and 
career stability. The market and non-market sectors may differ in the protection they offer against 
structural change and economic shocks. Moreover, the dummy for employment in the non-tradable 
non-market sector on subsequent career stability controls for the lacking information on job changes 
in the public sector. This seems an adequate control for careers in the public sector, because those 
employed in this sector at age 30 worked there during on average 12 years of the follow-up.  
Admittedly, the boundaries between the sector dimensions are not always clear. Definitions are 
open to theoretical and empirical debate, whereas differences exist per country and across time even 
in the presence of standardised NACE coding. Particularly the distinction between tradeable and 
non-tradeable can be operationalised in several ways. We based our classification of tradeable and 
non-tradeable sectors on Piton (2018), who empirically tested with Eurostat data which services and 
goods are actually more or less traded in the European Union. Construction, for example, is 
tradeable in theory but in practice its activities concentrate within countries or even regions. Our 
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classifications broadly correspond to those from studies on Sweden and France, which use measures 
of geographical concentration to identify tradeable industries (Eliasson and Hansson, 2016; Frocrain 
and Giraud, 2017). The distinction between the market and non-market sectors may be ambiguous 
due to (quasi-)privatisations (such as in electricity and gas) and parallelly operating private and 
public services (such as in health care). The distinctions were based on how these divisions broadly 
existed in 1988 and how some of these services can still be considered public goods even if they 
have been subject to privatisation and marketisation.          
Three additional categories were created for those not employed at age 30: unemployed, 
student and employed in unknown sector. It should be noted that those careers are automatically 
more unstable compared to those of the employed, because they make at least one transition into 
employment (remember that those who were never employed during the follow-up period are 
excluded from the study). It is of interest to see whether those entered employment from the 
position of a student had a better starting position to more stable careers than those who exit from 
unemployment.   
Figure 1 indicates of how these employment statuses developed across cohorts. The rate of 
unemployment among 30-year olds largely reflects changes in the economic cycle. Employment 
rates were at an all-time high in Finland in the late 1980s but were followed by searing 
unemployment rates in the early 1990s because of the deep economic recession the country 
experienced. Employment in the tradeable goods and non-tradeable market sectors reached bottom 
levels with the 1963 cohort, but subsequently recovered. The non-market sector saw a but steady 
decline in employment, while employment in tradeable services expanded across the cohorts.  
<Figure 1 about here> 
We further control for the economic cyclical effects and the impact of regional labour market 
conditions by averaging the unemployment rate of the individual’s region of residence for each of 
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the 15 years during the follow-up. Regional units are based on the 21 provinces of the 2016 Finnish 
regional division. Moving between regions during the follow-up is accounted for in the regional 
unemployment indicator. A control for level of education was operationalised by calculating a 
continuous variable for years in education, based on the required number of years spent in 
education, to reach the attainment level that was recorded at age 30. 
Controls are included for marital status at age 30 with three categories: single, married or in a 
registered partnership, and divorced or widowed. To analyse the effects of family-formation 
processes, we used the information at age 30 and age 44 for the presence and number of underaged 
children in the household. We divided family-formation processes into four broad types: 1) having 
no children at age 30 and none at 44; 2) having no children at 30 but having children at 44; 3) 
having children at 30 but not more at 44; and 4) having children at 30 and having more at 44. We 
separated all our models by gender, as we expected that the mechanisms behind career stability are 
different for men and women.   
 
Methods and analytical strategy 
The data are analysed in three stages. First, descriptive graphs are generated showing the changes in 
the average career turbulence indicators for both men and women. Second, OLS regression is 
performed with cohort-fixed effects on both turbulence indicators and for men and women 
separately. Running ‘empty models’ with only dummies for birth year allows the identification of 
how much variance can be explained by changes between cohorts only. The full models show the 
relation of the other factors with career stability. 
In the third step, regression decomposition analysis, as first developed by Kitagawa (1955) and 
later popularized by Blinder (1973) and Oaxaca (1973), is used to estimate the impact on the 
changing career stability of, on one hand, changes in endowments (the ‘explained’ or ‘composition’ 
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part) and, on the other, changes in coefficients (the ‘unexplained’ or ‘association’ part) (Jann, 
2008). The endowment part of Kitagawa-Blinder-Oaxaca (KBO) decomposition analysis provides 
an indication of changes in career stability that are due to changes in characteristics in the 
population, for example educational expansion or increases in employment in more turbulent 
sectors. The coefficients part identifies the changes in returns to certain characteristics. In other 
words, it is possible that average career stability does not change due to changes in the size of 
certain population groups, but because careers become inherently less or more stable within certain 
groups. Moreover, the constant in the coefficients part of KBO can hint at whether non-observed 
factors moderate career stability.  
In this last part, three broader groups of cohorts are compared: those born in 1958–1962 are 
compared with the 1963–1967 and 1968–1972 cohorts. This is done in order to focus on the broader 
developments across cohorts and to avoid the risk of having a single reference year for which data 
might have deviations in coding or other outliers. Moreover, these three cohort groups broadly 
cover some of the cyclical trends observed in Finland. The oldest cohort experienced low but rising 
unemployment in their early thirties, the middle cohort experienced high unemployment at 30 
followed by recovery, and the youngest cohort benefited from a steady economic recovery in their 
early thirties but experienced the 2008–2009 crisis in the later years.  
 
Findings 
Figure 1 shows the average status turbulence (Panel a) and status-job turbulence (Panel b) by year 
of birth and gender. When looking at career stability as measured by status turbulence (Panel a), one 
can observe a slightly declining trend in turbulence. Among women, this downward trend was 
preceded by a small increase between the 1958 and 1962 cohorts. Despite this, the overall changes 
are not large. There is, however, a considerable and consistent gap between men’s and women’s 
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career stability: women’s careers are more unstable throughout all cohorts. When including changes 
between employers (Panel b), careers are almost entirely stable across cohorts with a very slight 
upward trend. There is no substantial gap between men and women. This result indicates that men’s 
career instability is to a larger extent affected by changes in jobs, whereas women’s career 
instability is rather the result of changes between employment and non-employment.  
<Figure 2 about here> 
 
Regression analysis 
Table 2 presents the results for regression analysis predicting the two types of career stability for 
men and women separately. Fixed effects for cohorts were included, but in order to save space the 
coefficients of the cohort dummies are not reported in this table (see bivariate associations in Table 
A1 in the Appendix) The R-squared values for the ‘empty models’ – i.e. models with cohort 
dummies – only indicate that differences by cohort alone account for less than half of one percent in 
all of the models. In other words, the differences in career stability between cohorts were small. 
Adding the other predictors increases the R-squared value substantially in all models.  
The strongest predictor of career stability in all models is being employed or not (i.e. being 
unemployed, student or otherwise inactive) at age 30. Compared to the reference group of working 
in the tradeable goods sector, those in the tradeable services sector experienced a somewhat higher 
level of status turbulence (Models 1–2). In terms of status-job turbulence, men and women in the 
tradeable services sector had substantially more unstable careers (Models 3–4). Those in the non-
tradeable market sector had more unstable careers compared to workers in the tradeable goods 
sector, but this effect was stronger for men (Models 1 and 3) than for women (Model 2 and 4). 
Careers that started in the non-market sector at the age of 30 were the most stable.  
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Among the controls, higher regional unemployment during the follow-up period is related to 
higher career instability, except for status-job turbulence among men. The results show that more 
years in education are related to lower career instability, again apart from status-job turbulence among 
men. Being married is related to lower levels of career instability, while being single and especially 
widowed or divorced is associated with higher levels of career instability among both men and 
women. Childless women have the lowest levels of career instability, whereas childless men have the 
highest levels. Especially having children between the ages of 30 and 44 leads to greater career 
instability among women, whereas among men it is related to greater career stability. 




Although the prior results indicated only small changes in career stability across cohorts, we 
continue with the decomposition analysis of changes in the turbulence indicators between the 1958–
1962 and 1963–1967 cohorts. Detailed results of the KBO analysis of the differences between 
cohorts are presented in Table A2 in the Appendix. The same results are visually represented in 
Figures 3 and 4, only as changes in turbulence between the older and younger cohorts. Each bar in 
the figures represent the contribution of the endowments (E) and coefficients (C) of each covariate 
to the overall change between the two cohort groups. Positive contributions (i.e. associated with 
increases in turbulence) are displayed in blue and the negative contributions (i.e. associated with 
decreases in turbulence) are in orange.    
Panel a and b in Figure 3 show that the average status turbulence decreased 0.191 points for 
men (from 3.090 to 2.899) and 0.076 points for women (from 3.908 to 3.832). Changes in 
composition of employment statuses are associated with a large increase in turbulence among both 
men and women. In other words, if nothing else had changed between the cohorts, status turbulence 
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would have increased with 0.289 points for men and 0.338 points for women between the two 
cohorts due to changes in the composition of employment statuses. Inspection of the detailed 
contributions of each sector (not reported here) indicate that this was particularly due to the growth 
of those unemployed at age 30. Decreases in regional unemployment had a counteracting impact on 
status turbulence, especially among women. The large size of the constant indicates that other 
unobserved factors were associated with careers being more stable than they could have been.  
Panels c and d in Figure 3 show increases in status-job turbulence among both men (from 5.315 
to 5.474) and women (from 5.444 to 5.636). The results corroborate that being unemployed at age 
30 contributes to the large effect of endowments on turbulence, but among women a reduction in 
public-sector employment also played a role. Inspection of the detailed contributions of sectors 
showed that among men there is a substantial stabilising impact of the coefficient of the non-
tradeable market sector. It is possible that in that sector, job changes were especially reduced due to 
the economic downturn. The decline in regional unemployment rates contributed to a substantial 
increase in turbulence among men, but to a decrease among women. The contributions of other 
factors to inter-cohort change were relatively small. The contribution of the constant is much 
smaller than in the case of status turbulence. 
 
<Figure 3 about here> 
Panels a and b in Figure 4 show the decomposition of changes in status turbulence (from 3.090 
to 2.798 for men and from 3.908 to 3.645 for women) between the youngest and oldest cohort 
groups. Among men there was almost no impact of changes in employment status endowments, 
whereas among women this impact was rather substantial. Among the latter, careers grew more 
unstable due to further increases in not being employed and to some extent decreases in public-
sector employment. Decreases in regional unemployment levels and increases in education years 
contributed to lower career instability, especially among women. More than half of the decrease in 
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status turbulence is due to coefficients, especially changes in the constant, i.e. factors outside our 
models.  
 Figure 4c and d show the results of the same analysis with status-job turbulence as the 
dependent variable. For men, status-job turbulence increased from 5.315 to 5.466 and for women 
from 5.444 to 5.597. Increases in status-job turbulence were particularly due to changes in 
endowments. Inspection of the detailed contributions of employment status categories (not reported) 
shows that men’s careers destabilised especially due to increases in unemployment at age 30, but 
also because of decreases in regional unemployment in the long run. Status-job turbulence of those 
in the non-tradeable market sector at age 30 decreased, contributing to career stabilisation through 
coefficients. For women, the decline in the non-tradable non-market sector contributed to 
destabilisation, whereas declining regional unemployment rates and rising education levels acted 
somewhat as a counterforce. The effects of coefficients on changes between the oldest and youngest 
cohorts were considerably smaller, with an almost negligible effect of the constant.  
<Figure 4 about here> 
 
Discussion 
In this article, we investigated whether Finnish mid-careers destabilised between the cohorts born in 
1958 and 1972, as well as the potential driving forces between changes in career stability. Overall, 
we found that careers were relatively stable across cohorts. When looking at sequences of main 
labour market statuses only (status turbulence), careers became somewhat more stable, whereas 
when including changes between jobs (status-job turbulence), careers destabilised somewhat. This 
relative stability is in line with most previous studies with similar research designs and survey data, 
including both single and multiple countries (Biemann et al., 2011; Hollister, 2011; Van Winkle and 
Fasang, 2017).  
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One potential explanation behind this relative stability is the structuring and buffering influence 
of institutions on labour market behaviour. Earlier studies have pointed out that career stability 
strongly varies across countries but little over time, pointing to family and labour market policies as 
stabilising factors (Möhring, 2016; Van Winkle and Fasang, 2017). Finland did not experience any 
structural labour market deregulation during the period under investigation, like for example Italy 
(Struffolino and Raitano, 2020). While we do not have a direct measure for the effects of these 
policies as ‘automatic career stabilisers’, the KBO analysis indicates that during the worst years of 
the economic recession in Finland in the early 1990s, the potentially large increases in turbulence 
due to non-employment and unemployment were outbalanced by the ‘unexplained’ constant. This 
suggests that although the change in labour market conditions would have destabilised careers, 
something that is not explained by our variables prevented that from happening.   
Through the KBO analysis we were able to observe that, although especially changes in the 
characteristics of the population at age 30 were relatively large between cohorts, they did not 
necessarily lead to large changes in career stability. Careers generally also did not become 
inherently more turbulent. Focusing on employment statuses, we found no potential effects of 
globalisation through the tradeable sectors, even though the share of employment in tradeable 
services steadily increased during the timeframe of our study. Career stability in the non-tradeable 
sector for men showed more fluctuation over time. This effect might be due to the influence of the 
construction sector, which is ‘cyclically sensitive’ (Eurofound, 2017): in better economic times, the 
large demand for construction workers allows them to change jobs more easily. There was also no 
evidence of destabilisation due to the deindustrialisation that took place during this period. 
However, between the oldest and youngest cohorts of women, a large part of the increase in status-
job turbulence was due to the long-term decline in employment in the non-tradeable non-market 
(i.e. public) sector.  
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There were considerable differences in the patterns of changes in career stability between men 
and women. Status turbulence was consistently higher among women than among men. In line with 
findings from a broad range of other studies (Aisenbrey and Fasang, 2017; Kuitto et al., 2019; 
Widmer and Ritschard, 2009), this finding is likely to be related to women’s career breaks due to 
childbearing and childrearing. This is the case even in the context of this study, where Finnish 
parents, or at least those in permanent employment, have the right to remain employed after 
childbirth and where being on a parental leave itself should not add to higher turbulence with our 
data. Still, the higher status turbulence is likely due to mothers’ longer time-outs from employment 
directly or indirectly following childbirth. Evertsson et al. (2016), showed that young women’s 
work interruptions can have lasting impact on the likelihood of being employed years later. In 
contrast, among men having children was associated with greater career stability. Moreover, our 
study suggests that changes in family-formation processes across cohorts, particularly the trend of 
having children at a later age, have a greater destabilising effect on women’s careers than on men’s.  
The differences in average status-job turbulence between men and women are negligible. This 
nonetheless indicates that men’s status-job turbulence is to a much larger degree determined by 
changes in jobs, while women’s status-job turbulence is to a larger degree the result of transitions in 
and out of employment. There are some indications that greater job instability might actually 
benefit men. First, we found that higher educated men have higher job turbulence and that 
educational expansion is associated with destabilisation. Second, we found that lower 
unemployment increases men’s job turbulence. Among women, the directions of these relations 
were the opposite. It is possible that better skills and lower unemployment provide men with 
upward job mobility, whereas they provide women with stable careers. 
This brings us to some of the main limitations of this study. As Pelletier et al. (2020) have 
recently shown, different measures for life-course complexity might yield somewhat different 
results. Moreover, using turbulence indicators carries the risk of obfuscating the quality of labour 
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market transitions. Conventional panel or survival models can be used to estimate the risks of 
specific transitions between statuses and jobs. Yet, we chose to adopt a holistic approach in order to 
span an entire life-course phase. Analysing both turbulence including statuses only as well as 
turbulence including job changes allowed us to differentiate between these two dimensions of 
career stability. Unlike other complexity measures, the turbulence indicator accounts for the 
duration of spells spent in each state. Recent studies have incorporated concerns for detecting 
upward or downward trends in sequence data, for example by including dimensions of precarity 
(Ritschard et al., 2018) and vulnerability (Bühlmann, 2018). Studies on upward and downward 
occupational mobility can shed more light on the possible positive and negative effects of career 
destabilisation (Aisenbrey and Fasang, 2017; Jarvis and Song, 2017; Stawarz, 2018).  
We continue to live in turbulent times in which labour markets and the nature of work seem to 
be changing fast. Nevertheless, our study shows that amid all this turbulence, mid-careers are 
relatively stable. It is possible that Finnish mid-careers are particularly stable, even in times of 
economic shocks, because at age 30 many people have had the chance to settle into a steady job and 
have built up rights for employment protection and earnings-related social security. It is not 
unlikely that changes in early-career stability have been more drastic. Slow change, however, also 
means that disparities in career stability tend to persist. Women, the lower-educated, those in less-
developed regions, and workers in certain sectors are especially at risk of unstable employment 
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1. For each sequence x, turbulence T can be calculated as:  
𝑇𝑇(𝑥𝑥) = 𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙𝑙2 �𝜙𝜙(𝑥𝑥)
𝑠𝑠𝑡𝑡,𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚2 (𝑥𝑥) + 1
𝑠𝑠𝑡𝑡2(𝑥𝑥) + 1
� 
where 𝑠𝑠𝑡𝑡2 stands for the variance of the state-duration and 𝑠𝑠𝑡𝑡,𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚2  is the maximum value that this 
variance can take based on the total length of the sequence. This maximum is calculated by: 
𝑠𝑠𝑡𝑡,𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚𝑚2 = (𝑛𝑛 − 1)(1 − 𝑡𝑡̅)2 
with 𝑡𝑡̅ representing the mean consecutive time spent in each of the distinct states and n is the length 
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Figure 3. Decomposition of average changes in career turbulence between the 1958–1962 and 
1963–1967 birth cohorts: a) Men, status turbulence, b) Women, status turbulence, c) Men, 




Total change: -0.191 






Note: E = Endowments, C = Coefficients, Employment = Employment status at age 30, Unemp = 
Regional unemployment rate, Edu = Level of education, Marital = Marital status  
  
Total change: +0.159 
Total change: +0.192 
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Figure 4. Decomposition of average changes in career turbulence between the 1958–1962 and 
1968–1972 birth cohorts: a) Men, status turbulence, b) Women, status turbulence, c) Men, 
status-job turbulence, and d) Women, status-job turbulence 
 
 
Total change: -0.292 





Note: E = Endowments, C = Coefficients, Employment = Employment status at age 30, Unemp = 
Regional unemployment rate, Edu = Level of education, Marital = Marital status  
  
Total change: +0.151 





Table 1. Summary statistics. 
Variable  Mean (SE) or % 
   
Dependent variables   
Status turbulence  3.37 (2.70)  
Status-job turbulence  5.50 (3.04) 
   
Independent variables   
Women  49.13% 
Years in education  12.68 (2.47) 
Regional unemployment rate  13.07 (3.64) 
Marital status at age 30 Unmarried 46.68% 
 Married 48.29% 
 Divorced/widowed 5.03% 
Family formation No children 24.84% 
 No children at 30, children at 44 22.44% 
 Children, same number at 30 and 44 37.62% 
 Children at 30, more at 44 15.10% 
Employment status at age 30 Tradeable goods sector 20.78% 
 Tradeable services sector 16.19% 
 Non-tradeable – market sector 19.79% 
 Non-tradeable – non-market sector 19.90% 
 Unemployed 10.58% 
 Student 4.53% 
 Other 6.72% 





Table 2. OLS regression results, predictors of career instability. 
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Adj. R-squared empty 
model with cohort 
dummies only 
 0.003 0.002 0.001 0.001 
Adj. R-squared full model  0.253 0.203 0.140 0.171 
N  519,048 501,226 519,048 501,226 





Table A1. Bivariate results, OLS regression coefficients  
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N  1,020,274 




Table A2. Detailed decomposition of changes in career turbulence 
 Status turbulence Status-job turbulence 
 Men Women Men Women 
































































Per cent explained -112.0 41.4 -295.2 46.0 166.0 119.9 155.2 107.1 
Detailed 
endowments  
        




















































































        


































































































N 357,118 333,482 347,409 323,048 357,118 333,482 347,409 323,048 
Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
